region have been deeply intertwined with the nation-building projects of individual countries, education serving as a critical infrastructural feature for the implementation (or imposition) of reforms. Education systems have become important tools for the institutionalization of languages, as both dominant and national, with the consequent marginalization of less powerful local languages. Reforms have sometimes come about in the name of anti-colonial resistance, social integration and national identity formation (see the chapter on Myanmar, as an acute example). Schools have also become loci for the (re)affirmation of the role of colonial languages in society, especially English, couched in market-driven ideologies and practices, resulting in changes to the linguistic ecologies of the region (see the chapters on Indonesia, Brunei and Singapore that illustrate these ecological shifts).
In short, language policy-making in Southeast Asia has been an inextricable part of nation-building processes. This volume aims to describe and track these processes through ways in which individual countries have configured their languages and education systems within their own settings. Of particular interest here are minority or non-dominant languages, especially as they tend to reflect differing positions vis-à-vis colonial and national or locally dominant languages, for example, from local elite perspectives: as symbols of backwardness, anti-modernism and anti-nationalism; and as instruments of potential national disunity and disintegration. In contrast, they may be seen as: democratizing voices of cultural preservation and ethnic identity affirmation; as tools for effective teaching and learning, especially at elementary levels; and as core elements of restorative justice and socioeconomic redistribution. Nonetheless, Kosonen and Young (2009, p. 10) suggest that, in Southeast Asia, 'Many educational planners and practitioners around the region are still not always fully aware of the issues involved in the use of minority learners' mother tongues in education.' This volume interrogates language hierarchies and ways in which nationalist language policies manage (or attempt to contain or curtail) diversity in order to (re-)affirm the linguistic and educational status quo of respective societies. These questions point to issues of assimilation and shift in Southeast Asia (as reflected in the volume's title); and the individual chapters in this volume aim to unpack these through scrutiny of individual countries in the region.
Early history and colonialism
Southeast Asia primarily refers to 11 countries, namely Negara Brunei Darussalam (hereafter, Brunei), Cambodia, East Timor (or Timor Leste),
